Access to formal education is an arduous and difficult process for undocumented and stateless children with entry into government schools often hindered by their status and prevailing national policies and procedures. The Alternative Education Programme (AEP) is structured as a response for the need to provide some form of schooling for children under this classification. This study investigated students' attainment in the AEP curriculum at Murni Alternative Education Centre (MAEC). A questionnaire, which incorporated a proxy pre-test, measured the achievement of children pre and post-participation in the MAEC learning among 136 female and 113 male learners with the mean age being 10.17 years. Achievement of the intended outcomes of the MAEC curriculum was investigated using Rasch Analysis.
staff in Malaysian national schools is managed by the Ministry of Education with these teachers having normally undergone a three to five-year period of pedagogical and methodological training either at government teacher education institutes or in education degree programmes at higher education institutions.
A core thrust of the Malaysian Education Act 1996 (Act 550) is the development of world-class quality education (Malaysia, 2006) and the nurturing and realisation of the full potential of all Malaysian children to enable them to be active participants in the national development agenda. In so much that the National Education Policy concurs that the wellbeing of the family, society and nation lies in equal access and quality of education received by individuals, there is however no such stated education provision for refugee, undocumented and stateless children (UNICEF, 2015b) . Although the exact number of children under these classifications is yet to be determined, a study by Salih (2014) suggested that 43, 973 undocumented children in Malaysia between the ages of 7 and 17 years old were not enrolled in any school or had dropped out of the school system altogether. (UNHCR) which is tasked with ascertaining refugee status determination (RSD) and the subsequent issuance of refugee confirmation certification. This UNHCR documentation, although allowing its holders some freedom of movement in the country, is not a precursor to any form of lawful right of abode in Malaysia. Any children born in the country (regardless of whether from local or foreign national parentage) and duly registered with the relevant government authorities are entitled to be issued with official birth certificates; this however is not an absolute guarantee, if at all, of the child's right to Malaysian citizenship at a later stage (Borneo Post, 2014) . The Sabah context is however different and unique: 'undocumented' or 'invisible' in this instance include both Malaysian and non-Malaysian children who for various reasons have not been legally or officially registered at birth and as such do not have any proper legal documentation. Many factors contribute to this complex situation: the sheer size and geographical dispersion of Sabah and the fluid unencumbered people migration and movement from the Philippines and Indonesia are often highlighted as the primary reasons for the large presence of undocumented children in the State, currently estimated at 50,000, not including those who might have eluded detection or capture in any databases (Sayed Mahadi, 2014) .
LITERATURE REVIEW

Refugee, Stateless and Undocumented Children
Due to this absence of any form of documentation, these children officially then do not exist in government statistics. Their 'invisibility' as such effectively excludes them from basic privileges such as social services, health care, education and other rights that are accorded to legal citizens; more importantly perhaps, this 'non-existence' deprives their children of access to mainstream education and the opportunities that schooling and knowledge acquisition and improvement might or could provide them with (UNICEF, 2015b). In the Sabah context, the classification of 'invisible children' is according to seven types of differentiation: 
(ii) Dependent children of foreign workers
For practical and pragmatic reasons, many foreign workers (mainly Filipino and Indonesian) employed by the plantation and agri-industry sectors (mostly found in the eastern corridor of Sabah e.g. Kunak, Tawau, Kinabatangan, and Lahad Datu) do not register the births of their children due to (i) cost, distance and convenience factors since their respective Consulate or Embassy are either located in Kota Kinabalu or Kuala Lumpur; and (ii) fear of penalty or work termination for contractual breach of employment conditions whereby a stipulation of their labour contract allows for no family or dependents to be brought into the country with them.
(iii) Children of foreigners staying illegally in Sabah
Since their parents are illegally residing in the state, their children are technically illegal as well. Risk of detection and the corresponding deportation, fines, and jail terms for breaching immigration laws thus act to deter these parents from registering the births of their children.
(iv) Children born from mixed marriages
A child born from legally registered mixed marriages qualifies for Malaysian citizenship on condition that the mother herself is a Malaysian. The child's birth would usually not be registered when the foreign national parent is without legal documents and at risk of detection by the immigration authorities.
(v) Children born from traditional and not legally registered marriages
Traditional marriages 'officiated' according to cultural rites and not through National Registration Department certification render these unions invalid from the legal perspective.
Issues from such marriages are sometimes not registered, due perhaps to the parents' wish not to have their children listed as being born out of wedlock.
(vi) Children born soon after marriage
In the context of Muslim marriages, a child born within the immediate six months period after the marriage solemnisation is considered as having been conceived out of wedlock and therefore not legally allowed to assume the father's name or parentage. The child would then be registered without the father's name; the lifelong societal and religious stigma often associated with this classification could demotivate Muslim parents from officially registering the birth of their child.
(vii) Children born by single mothers
Similarly, societal and religious stigma towards unmarried women who become mothers often lead to non-registration of their babies.
(viii) Children from indigenous groups in remote localities
Inaccessibility or difficulty of communication or mobility due to remote locations compounded with illiteracy or ignorance on the necessity of official documentation are factors that give rise to the existence of undocumented children among the local indigenous communities in remote locations in Sabah.
In summary, children in Sabah become 'invisible' due to a myriad of factors with this emergent segment of society unique in that it involves not only non-Malaysians but also the local Sabah population. The factors for exclusion could be practical as in the case of non-Malaysians who forego officially declaring the births of their children for fear of legal, immigration, and job security ramifications. Non-documentation could also be dictated or influenced by religious and societal norms and expectations with parents opting not to register the childbirth to avoid social or community stigma. Yet another reality is ignorance on the part of parents, a condition linked to issues of illiteracy, geographical isolation, and economic hardship and inconvenience.
Alternative Education Programmes
When formal education becomes inaccessible or not possible, education alternatives have to be made available to children from the refugee, undocumented and stateless communities on the principle of ensuring education for all irrespective of religion, race, nationality or location.
Alternative education is defined as a platform whereby learning initiatives could be implemented outside of the formal education framework and is often offered in parallel with the national formal education system (International Institute for Educational Planning, 2009).
Alternative education could be realised in two different forms: (1) as a means to address a 'gap' between children that are readily absorbed into an existing formal education system and specific sections of society that are excluded due to a host of factors (alternative means of access), or (2) as a means to fulfil a 'gap' in the type of curriculum provision in the education system for specific target groups for specific duration spans (alternative content e.g. nature disaster awareness programmes for school children in the post-2015 earthquake district of Ranau, Sabah).
The thrust of alternative education programmes (AEP) is on the development of children's knowledge, skills and behaviour which would impact on their economic well-being and future social mobility (Farrell & Hartwell, 2008) with the concept and approach significantly dissimilar from the conventional formal education structure due to their differences in purpose, target groups, learning environment and expected immediate outcomes. Blaak, Openjuru, and Zeelen (2013) posit that non-formal education programmes would only be truly effective if content is specific to the needs or required knowledge and skills of the target group, theory is paired with practice, pedagogy is made relevant and motivating, attendance and actual learning is monitored, flexibility is incorporated into the learning schedule or allowances made for the times when learners might be needed to help adults in seasonal work (harvesting or planting seasons, babysitting, etc.), teachers or facilitators are invested in the community, learner participation is at minimal or no cost, and there is involvement of government, NGOs and community.
The implementation of AEP in marginalised or disadvantaged communities provide the necessary educational opportunities and access for their children by developing a foundation in literacy and numeracy skills, practising flexible methodologies, raising awareness on global citizenry, and inculcating lifelong learning skills such as life skills and civic responsibility.
However, in Malaysia, AEP does not seem to be a prominent feature in the country's education system. Unlike Thailand or Indonesia, Malaysia has yet to recognise AEP as an educational programme equivalent to existing forms of formal education. Alternative education has been indicated as able to assist countries in the Asia-Pacific region progress at a more rapid pace towards the 2015 Education for All (EFA) goals and provide opportunities for disadvantaged and marginalised groups.
In Sri Lanka, the AEP curriculum includes basic literacy, numeracy, Tamil and Science while the learning offered in the Philippines context focuses on five major subjects namely English, Filipino, Science, Mathematics and Makabayan. The AEP emphasis in India is on fundamental literacy and numeracy skills while Bangladesh and Nepal choose to focus more on the attainment of life skills. Apart from literacy and numeracy, Thailand places emphasis on citizenship culture, social life, moral values and ethics in the country's AEP framework.
In Malaysia, the AEP curriculum varies from centre to centre, depending on the needs of the target community. Since the AEP for refugee, undocumented and stateless children in MAEC was aimed at providing basic educational opportunities specifically for the children of the immediate community, the focus was thus on Literacy and Numeracy (LINUS), Religious Practice, Civics and Citizenship, Self-management, and Living Skills. This study was aimed at evaluating the curriculum attainment of the learners in these five learning aspects in MAEC.
METHODOLOGY
The children, in six classes, had learning sessions three hours daily for five days weekly with the curriculum consisting of LINUS, Religious Practice, Civics and Citizenship, Self-Management, and Living Skills. In this study, the evaluation applied the Product dimension of Stufflebeam's (2000) Context, Input, Process, and Product (CIPP) evaluation model and focused on the attainment of outcomes of the five curriculum components of MAEC.
Due to a small window of opportunity permitted to access the site for data collection, only a questionnaire involving self-reported measures was used. The Malay language questionnaire, which incorporated a proxy pre-test, measured the attainment of MAEC children before and after they were taught the five curriculum elements. The instrument consisted 25 items clustered into five components: LINUS, Religious Practice, Civics and Citizenship, Self-Management and Living Skills. In the questionnaire, learners were asked to indicate their level of attainment in each item twice i.e. (1) prior to attending the AEP (proxy pre-test), and (2) at the time of responding to the questionnaire (post-test) using a 3-point rating scale (1 = Disagree, 2 = Not Sure, 3 = Agree). Data from all responses were then analysed with QUEST (Adams & Khoo, 1996) and Winsteps (Linacre, 2017) .
A total of 249 learners (136 females and 113 males) were guided on questionnaire completion by the researchers and the MAEC teachers. The researchers were aware of the issue of threat to validity in relation to the administration of an instrument involving self-reported measures involving children (Horton, Read, & Sim, 2013) . To minimise this issue, it was thus decided that as one researcher read out the items one by one, other researchers and teachers would guide the learners, especially the younger and less proficient ones, in responding to each of the stated items. This method of improving the validity of children's responses in selfreported measures has been proposed by Langridge and Hagger-Johnson (2009) . From the results of Winsteps analysis, the person outfit mean square values for the pre-test were ascertained at 0.71 and post-test at 1.08. According to Linacre and Wright (2012) , responses with mean square values below 1.50 are considered valid. The construct validity of the instrument could be accepted as the infit mean square values for all the items (Figure 1 ) were within the acceptable range of 0.6 and 1.4 (Bond & Fox, 2007) . The age range of the learners was 4 to 17 years old with the mean age 10.17 years. 77.8% of these learners were at primaryschool age, 5.0% of them underage, and 17.2% overage.
Figure 1: Fit of items in instruments
The data were analysed using Rasch analysis involving Rating Scale Model (RSM) with each item assigned a difficulty estimate. RSM is able to report person estimates and a threshold estimate for each item and provide a set of rating scale thresholds that is common for all of the items (Bond & Fox, 2007) . Rasch analysis uses the term 'ability' to refer to learner achievement or agreement. Learner and item measures are expressed on the same interval scale.
When using Rasch analysis to analyse change, Wright (2003) suggests two methods of structuring the data namely stacking and racking. Stacking refers to placing pre-test (time 1) and post-test (time 2) data together vertically (Wright, 1996) . This investigates the impact of intervention on the ability of each person from the test's perspective. By stacking the data, a researcher is able to identify who has changed after the intervention (Wright, 2003) . The stack analysis is conducted by preparing a data file which contains two rows of data per student -one for pre-test responses and another for post-test responses (Herrmann-Abell, Flanagan, & Roseman, 2013) . Racking refers to placing pre-test (time 1) and post-test (time 2) data together Journal of Nusantara Studies 2019, Vol 4(2) horizontally (Wright, 1996) . The person's abilities are considered as unchanged but the item difficulties would move between pre-test and post-test. This investigates the impact of the intervention on the difficulty of each item from the sample's perspective. The racked data set is prepared in the form of one row per student and two columns per item: one for pre-test responses and one for post-test responses (Herrmann-Abell et al., 2013) . The items that have been learnt would usually become easier compared to those that have not been. Some items may even become more difficult due to intervention or the passing of time. By racking the data, a researcher would be able to ascertain any changes (Wright, 2003) .
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
In the stacked data (Table 1) , a high item separation value (> 3, item reliability > 0.9) implies that the person sample is adequate to confirm the item difficulty hierarchy, the construct validity of the instrument (Linacre & Wright, 2012) . The higher the item separation and reliability index, the more confidence the researcher can place in the replicability of the item placement across other samples (Bond & Fox, 2007) . The person separation of more than 2.0 and person reliability of more than 0.8 with a relevant person sample imply that the instrument is sensitive enough to distinguish between high and low performers (Linacre & Wright, 2012; Sherron, 2000) . The mean of item difficulties was zero. Easier to achieve items and lower ability learners were placed at the bottom of the map and harder to achieve items at the top of the map. When a learner's ability is at the same level as an item difficulty, there is a 50% possibility of agreement with the item. The map showed that the item difficulties matched the learners' pre-test abilities well. There were 11 outstanding learners and two extremely weak ones in the pre-test. In the post-test, there were a number of learners at the higher ability levels with no corresponding difficult items. This indicates that most of the respondents performed better in the post-test.
53.6% of the learners' abilities increased from pre-test to post-test, indicating that majority of them had made improvements through the curriculum provided. The mean of pre-test achievement was 0.43 and post-test achievement 1.91, a difference of 1.5 logits. The effect size of the difference between the post-test and pre-test achievement was 1.428 (Table 2) which is considered large (Cohen, 1988) . To triangulate the findings on the Product of the curriculum, the data was then racked to investigate the changes in item difficulty in LINUS, Religious Practice, Civic and Citizenship, Self-Management, and Living Skills after the intervention (Figure 3 ). The difficulty of 25 items decreased from pre-test to post-test. The mean of pre-test item difficulty was 0.5376 while the post-test item difficulty mean stood at -0.7268. The comparison between the post-test and pretest item difficulty showed the effect size as -1.185 (Table 3) which is considered large (Cohen, 1988) . The item difficulty of all components of the MAEC curriculum decreased significantly (Table 4 ). Items related to Civics and Citizenship were among the easiest as agreed by the learners in the questionnaire before as well as after the intervention. The most notable decrease in difficulty was in Religious Practice which pointed to the largest curriculum outcome among all the components. 
Achievement in Religious Practice
The result showed a slight improvement in Religious Practice among MAEC learners ( Figure   5 ). A decrease was shown in the difficulty of the 'Read Quran' item (from 0.86 to 0.06 logit), 'Read prayers' (from 0.63 to -0.28 logit), 'Perform worship' (from 0.75 to -0.23 logit) and
'Perform fasting' (from 0.48 to -0.23 logit). This indicated that the children were more able to read the Quran, read prayers, perform worship and perform fasting after attending MAEC.
In the pre-test, the most difficult component was reading the Quran, followed by performing worship, reading prayer and performing fasting. The post-test result indicated reading the Quran as still the most difficult component; however, reading prayers, performing worship and performing fasting were now at the same item difficulty level. The results indicated that 248 out of the 249 (99.6%) students as able to read prayers, perform worship and perform fasting after learning at MAEC and 238 out of 249 (95.6%) students as able to read the Quran. More than 90% of the students could master each component of Religious Practice (Table 6 ). 
Achievement in Civics and Citizenship
Apart from Religious Practice, another key component of the MAEC curriculum is the inculcation of appropriate civics and citizenship values relevant to the aspirations of the host country. The children indicated increased appreciation of the initiatives by Malaysia after attending MAEC ( Figure 6) ; the respondents were in agreement with the statements "I like the peace and harmony of this village", "I recognise myself as a Malaysian", "I contribute to the peace and harmony of the village" and "I love Malaysia" in the post-test in comparison to the pre-test views. Overall, the results were indicative of enhanced civics and citizenship values with 100% of respondents stating their love for Malaysia, appreciative of the efforts done by the country, the peace and harmony in the village, and contributing to this peace and harmony.
More significant perhaps was 99.6% of the respondents recognising themselves as Malaysians (Table 7) .
Note: B= Pre-test items, C= Post-test items; each "#" is three students; M=mean ability/difficulty; S=standard deviation away from mean; T=2 standard deviation away from mean MAEC is a special programme and initiative to help provide some semblance of formal learning structure to refugee, undocumented and stateless children since they are not able to access education in government schools. The establishment of MAEC has generated gratitude and appreciation among the community towards the Malaysian government and instilled among the children a form of patriotism which indirectly influenced their family members to similarly feel proud to be 'Malaysians'. When citizenship is well developed and nurtured in children, this in turn would have a positive spill-over effect on their family and heightens the wish to maintain the peace and harmony of their surroundings.
Dryden-Peterson (2015) and Crisp, Talbot, and Cipollone (2001) suggest that peace education could be integrated into any subject matter across the school curriculum. For example, in language class, students could write essays on peace. Communication between children of various cultures could also be effected through student exchange programmes and games as a means of developing awareness and overcoming prejudices and stereotypes.
Achievement in Self-Management
Another important outcome at MAEC was the ability of the children to be independent and take care of themselves. Character development is important to achieve good self-Management skills; improvement in this aspect is shown in Self-Management skills (Figure 7) . The item difficulty of each character development in the pre-test decreased (Table 9 ) with the most difficult item in the post-test being the aspect of appreciating the environment. This was followed by knowing healthy food, keeping the school clean, keeping the house clean and keeping oneself clean. After attending MAEC, the awareness on the importance of hygiene and cleanliness increased ( The results indicated an improvement in Self-Management except on the aspect of appreciating the environment. The children had made improvements in taking care of their personal hygiene;
where in the past they were less able to look after their own cleanliness, they now were more aware of the concept of healthy food, and keeping themselves, their homes and their school clean. After attending MAEC, the children became involved in healthy activities such as drawing, culture appreciation and sports. "I appreciate the environment" was however the item considered hard to achieve by the children themselves; this could perhaps be traced to the values that they had acquired from their community since young. According to a report by the 
Achievement in Living Skills
Learners in MAEC were also taught skills that they could utilise to generate income for themselves such as bag-weaving and handicraft making. Data indicated learning in MAEC had made possible improvements in basic everyday necessary skills such as reading, counting, and language skills in daily life, as well as handicraft and weaving skills (Figure 8 ). The majority of the respondents concurred that through the Living Skills sessions in MAEC, they were able to weave bags and produce handicrafts which could later be sold for cash. The item difficulty of each Living Skill in the pre-test showed a decrease (Table 9) with weaving bags and reading skills at the same level. Before attending MAEC, the most difficult skill to be achieved by the students was weaving skills, followed by application of handicraft skills, reading skills, language skills, and counting skills. After attending MAEC, the language skills became better than reading skills while the item difficulty arrangement of the other skills remained the same.
The results showed that less than half ( 
CONCLUSION
From the analysis of the data, a conclusion that could be drawn from the Product Evaluation of the MAEC curriculum is that it has had a significant impact on the learners from both practical skills and inherent learning perspectives. The most obvious effect is to be found in the Religious Practice component of the curriculum; this perhaps could be linked to the origins of MAEC which initially started as an Islamic religious learning and instruction class (Kelas Agama dan Fardhu Ain or KAFA). MAEC is sited in a predominantly Muslim community with the religion intricately intertwined in the race, culture and traditions of the mostly Suluk populace. As such, a learning that extols the beauty of the Islamic religion and its precepts would undoubtedly be embraced willingly by the young learners and their supportive parents. This supports the assertion by Blaak et al. (2013) that learning effectiveness in non-formal education programmes would be further enhanced when the content or approach is specific to the needs or inclination of the target group.
The degree of curriculum effectiveness in MAEC is followed by, in descending order, Self-Management, Literacy and Numeracy, Civics and Citizenship, and Living Skills. The higher improvements in the items point to the learners becoming more literate, better in keeping themselves, their homes and school clean, and exhibiting increased allegiance to their host country and appreciation towards the initiatives aimed at providing a pathway for them to break away from the cycle of illiteracy inherent in the older generation in their community.
The Living Skills component of the curriculum however should be reviewed to enable the attainment of higher outcomes. The inclusion of more current or immediate skills (such as cooking or tailoring) could help hone a more diverse range of abilities and reach a wider clientele target.
In as much as the Product of the MAEC curriculum is seen as successful in its aims and objectives, AEP should be viewed as only a form of temporary measure necessary to address an immediate need. AEP is not and should not be the definitive solution to providing access to mainstream education for this marginalised community of children. As argued by UNICEF (2015a), there is an urgent need for AEP to move beyond its interim goal structure and envision instead a more sustainable learning framework that would lead to better prospects and assimilation of AEP learners into mainstream Malaysian education and participation in the privileges and opportunities that only a full-fledged education could offer. Since the focus of this study was on the Product of the curriculum from the self-report perception of the children involved, future studies could consider the evaluation of the MAEC in terms of the Context, Input, and Process dimensions of the CIPP model.
